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The presidents of Costa Rica and Nicaragua reached agreement in June on the thorny issue of Costa
Rican access to the San Juan River, which separates the two countries. However, some questions
remained about how the settlement will work in practice. The dispute arose in 1998 when Nicaragua
began prohibiting Costa Rican armed police patrols on the river.
Costa Rica claimed its right to be on the river under the 1858 Canas-Jerez Treaty. Police boats use
the river to resupply remote outposts inaccessible by road (see NotiCen, 1998-08-13).
The dispute was temporarily resolved when Nicaraguan President Arnoldo Aleman accepted an
agreement worked out between former Costa Rican security minister Juan Rafael Lizano and former
Nicaraguan armed forces chief Jaime Cuadra. The agreement allowed the armed Costa Rican patrols
if accompanied by Nicaraguan military personnel.
Reversing course, Aleman submitted the agreement to a hostile legislature, which turned it down
as a violation of Nicaraguan sovereignty. Organization of American States (OAS) mediation efforts
in March and April failed to resolve the dispute. Costa Rican President Miguel Angel Rodriguez
threatened to take the case to the International Court of Justice at The Hague, Netherlands, for
arbitration (see NotiCen, 2000-03-09).
But Aleman blocked that idea, saying he would impose trade sanctions on Costa Rican goods to
prevent it. "Litigation in an international court is expensive, and we can't make the Nicaraguan
people pay for it, considering the economic situation the country is in," Aleman said.
In June, Costa Rica's Foreign Minister Roberto Rojas said his government's position on the matter
was unchanged. "We want to return to the same rights we used to have," he said. Rojas said that
Aleman had recently shown an interest in settling the dispute and that negotiations would now
pass to the two presidents. He clearly expected presidential negotiations to make progress, aided by
Costa Rica's support for Nicaragua in a squabble with the US.
The US Congress has threatened to suspend aid to Nicaragua unless it settles claims brought by US
citizens for property confiscated during the Sandinista period (1979-1990). Rojas said, "We are going
to work hand in hand with our neighbors so that this does not happen." Costa Rican police to have
access to river Aleman and Rodriguez agreed on the settlement during a private meeting in Mexico
City June 29.
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Although neither president gave a detailed account of the agreement, Rodriguez said in a press
conference that Costa Rican police, armed with their usual regulation weapons, would have the right
to navigate the river after advising Nicaraguan authorities before any trip.
A statement from the Nicaraguan Foreign Ministry confirmed that Aleman agreed to allow Costa
Rica to use the river for resupply trips and that his government would not consider such use of the
river as an assertion of Costa Rican jurisdiction of the river against Nicaragua's sovereign control of
the waterway.
Despite statements by Rojas and Rodriguez to the contrary, in the new agreement, Costa Rica
appears to have retreated on the rights it defended when the dispute first erupted in 1998. Then,
Costa Rica's position was that police had treaty rights to go armed on the river without asking
Nicaragua's permission. Rodriguez said the success of the private talks in Mexico would allow the
situation on the river to return to where it was before the 1998 dispute, "and we can now turn to
work on other areas such as trade, immigration, and international relations."
The two nations still face bilateral tensions on the problem of illegal Nicaraguan immigration to
Costa Rica (see NotiCen, 1999, 07-15). Agreement still up in the air Despite the agreement, it is still
not certain the river dispute has been settled. Nicaraguan Vice President Enrique Bolanos said there
were no mechanisms in place to implement the accord. He suggested that the National Assembly
could reject the agreement, nullifying the presidential actions.
Bolanos and some Assembly deputies expressed skepticism about future peace on the river. In
language conveying a hint of contempt for the agreement, Bolanos said, "Anytime we want to
give them [Costa Rican police] permission through our legal channels, we can do it, and when we
don't want to, well, we won't give it to them." The daily El Nuevo Diario reported that Nicaraguan
inhabitants near the river were not happy to see armed Costa Rican police on the river.
The newspaper quoted a Nicaraguan police officer who said the government should have consulted
the local residents before making the agreement because of suspicions that Costa Rica will try to
expand its rights and eventually take over the river. In Costa Rica, former security minister Lizano
said the agreement cost his country "dignity and sovereignty." He said Aleman had engineered the
dispute to raise his image at home but agreed to settle now because he needs allies in disputes with
the European Union (EU), the World Bank, and the US. Rodriguez also wants to repair his image,
said Lizano. [Sources: Notimex, 06/20/00, 06/30/00; The Tico Times (Costa Rica), 04/07/00, 06/30/00;
La Prensa (Nicaragua), 06/30/00, 07/02/00, 07/03/00; El Nuevo Diario (Nicaragua), 07/03/00]
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